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DuBois: Remarks for the Education Subcommittee (2015)

Remarks for Senate Finance Subcommittee on Education (2015)
These remarks were delivered at the General Assembly Building in Richmond, VA on January 27, 2015.

M

r. Chairman, members of the subcommittee: good afternoon. I would like to begin by
thanking our colleagues at JLARC for helping raise awareness about the higher education
issue of our time – and that is the urgent and growing demand in the marketplace for postsecondary
credentials. These are not to be confused with college degrees. In fact, these are almost always below
the bachelor’s degree level and typically below the associate’s degree level.
Our respective agencies do not see eye-to-eye over everything in the JLARC report. However, we
are grateful for their work in this area and for the report’s acknowledgement that Virginia’s
Community Colleges are:
•
•
•
•

“Aligned with the labor market;”
“Match[ing] education and training opportunities with employer needs;”
“Offer[ing] the most credentials in fields with the greatest number of employment
opportunities;” and
“Provid[ing] courses for several occupations that employers describe as being challenging to
fill.”

Those are all direct quotes from the report and much appreciated by the VCCS employees who
make our Workforce Development Services go.
Credentials
It’s fair to ask: what are these credentials
and why do they matter so much? Simply
stated, they are today’s passport to a
solid and stable middle class lifestyle.
The industry-recognized credentials,
certifications and licensures in question
opens doors to many of Virginia’s
fastest-growing and most highly
demanded jobs. That includes both bluecollar and white-collar careers, such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Healthcare;
Specialty welding;
Project management;
Next-generation
manufacturing;
Pharmacy technician; and
The hardest to fill job in Northern Virginia today, electrician.
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People typically earn these credentials in a matter of weeks or months, not semesters and years.
Individuals pursuing these credentials today come from every segment of Virginia, including:
•
•
•

High school graduates who lack the means to immediately pursue the university experience
and the desire go into debt for it;
Bachelor’s degree holders who seek to add technical relevance to their university educations;
and
Working professionals looking to advance in their existing career, or begin another.

These credentials represent the lifelong learning ideal, discussed since the founding of our nation.
These credentials often represent critical missing links, in the chain connecting Virginians seeking
great jobs to the companies that hire them.
Economic experts say that 1.5 million jobs will have to filled in Virginia over the next decade. More
than half of them will demand a licensure, apprenticeship or certification – not the traditional college
degree. These jobs will be the most highly demanded jobs and the most numerous available. Those
estimates align with national forecasts of the country’s future job needs.
2015 legislative agenda
A growing number of states across our nation are prioritizing these credentials as a way to become
more competitive. Some 19 states are investing heavily in the workforce training necessary to earn
these credentials, including several of our neighbors like Maryland, North Carolina and South
Carolina. Sadly, Virginia is trailing the pack. Virginia’s larger budget challenges mean that we must be
measured in how we elect to pursue this urgent priority. But there is way to begin that is reasonable,
responsible and emphasizes the return on a public investment.
Your colleague, and our mutual friend, Senator Frank Ruff is pursuing a bill to establish the
Community College Workforce Training Grant Program. This modestly priced proposal would
generate an additional 7,500 high-demand credentials. It does so by reimbursing a Virginia
community college $1,000 when a student successfully earns a credential, identified regionally as
high demand by business and industry. This is a game-changer proposal that directly links pay for
performance.
The JLARC workforce report mentions that where they believe Virginia needs more of our
workforce training programs, “the absence of these in-demand courses is due in part to resource
constraints.” Senator Ruff’s bill is not a panacea for those resource constraints; though it is a vital
first step in creating a way for the Commonwealth to begin investing in those credentials that our
business leaders demand.
We are also supporting a measure in the introduced budget for $1 million in need-based financial aid
for students pursuing these credentials through non-credit workforce pathways. Some of the
credentials I’ve mentioned can be accessed through traditional, academically accredited programs,
but that’s not so for all of them. And that seemingly bureaucratic distinction can make all the
difference to an individual student.
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Antiquated rules keep financial aid dollars out-of-reach from nearly every student in these non-credit
workforce pathways. These old policies are a disservice to our students, our colleges and our
employers – and frankly, they are out of line with the very spirit of financial aid.
I would urge your support for both of these measures as small steps to connecting individuals with
the skills that our employers are seeking.
Complete 2021
Our legislative priorities correspond with the priorities that Virginia’s Community Colleges are
pursuing internally. Throughout my tenure, we have pursued strategic plans in six-year segments.
Our current plan ends in June. The next one, called Complete to Compete 2021, will likely be approved
by our Board this spring, and begin in July.
This new plan is bold in that it contains only a single goal and that is to triple the number of
postsecondary credentials that our 23 community colleges put into the Virginia economy by the year
2021. That includes tripling the number of these workforce credentials that I have been talking
about this afternoon. Nothing about that goal is easy. But nothing worthwhile ever is.
21st century students
Our challenge is compounded by the audacity of our mission. Virginia’s Community Colleges were
created nearly half a century ago to address Virginia’s unmet higher education and workforce needs.
In many places, that takes the form of offering second chances to people who’ve been roughed up a
little by life, and first chances to those who never got them.
Often, articulating what that means in terms of day-to-day reality is a challenge for us. Some see us
as junior universities and measure us against what they experienced during their years living on a
campus. Others see us only as workforce training providers, assuming a greater role in what
employers once did for themselves. Both perspectives contain elements of truth though neither
capture the entire picture.
Last fall, nearly 60,000 students enrolled in college for the first time at one of our institutions. While
it can be hard to believe, many of them are the first in their family to ever go to college. Every
semester, we serve 27,000 high school students who are taking college courses. Nearly half of our
students are minorities and we are the commonwealth’s leading provider of higher education to
African American as well as Hispanic and Latino students. In fact, one of our institutions, Northern
Virginia Community College is educating 20-percent more African American individual students
(9,008) than Norfolk State University (3,966) and Virginia Union University (3,302), combined. One
out of every three of our students is 25 or older.
When it comes to higher education, our colleges are a modern day Ellis Island. We embrace the
complexities that creates, secure in the knowledge that Virginia is a better place and opportunity is
more accessible because our colleges exist. And we are grateful for the integral role that your
support plays in our enterprise.
Obama and Tennessee
Mr. Chairman, the invitation to speak here today included a request that I offer a few thoughts on
the free community college plan introduced earlier this month by President Obama. And – I think –
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that I am happy to do that. As we all know, there is no such thing as free. Meaningful higher
education is no exception. Someone, somewhere, has to pay to make it happen.
But let’s remove money from the conversation, just for a moment. When I was growing up, a high
school diploma was a perfectly acceptable place to stop your education. That was enough to access
plenty of jobs, many of which could
even support a family.
But it wasn’t always that way. It took
a long time throughout the 20th
century for every state to agree to
publicly fund education for everyone
through the 12th grade. It ensured that
individuals had access to good jobs
and that employers could find
educated people to hire.
Well, today, the bar has been raised.
A high school diploma is no longer
the finish line. Labor economist say
two out of three jobs across the
nation will require some form of
postsecondary education before the
current decade is finished. So, what
we have today is a democrat administration in Washington offering one idea on how to remove
price as a barrier to the education individuals really need to succeed. And we have a republican
administration in Tennessee offering another idea – in that case, the reallocation of lottery proceeds
– to remove price as a barrier to that same education.
We even have a place in Virginia where this kind of idea is playing out. Wythe and Bland counties
are using the endowment created by the sale of a hospital system to offer a similar free education to
its residents at Wytheville Community College. It’s a difference maker for a lot of families there. It’s
also a major reason why the Aspen Institute identified Wytheville Community College as one of our
nation’s top performing institutions.
So, what I would like to suggest to you is that we are at the beginning of a really big conversation
about this. The need to get more people into college and for them to earn a postsecondary credential
is market-driven. It’s not going away. So, the ideas like we’ve seen from D.C. and Tennessee are not
going away.
It is in our interest – and I’m talking about the communities that we serve, not our colleges – it is in
our best interest to have that conversation, especially in venues like this committee and others,
about what’s needed in Virginia for the families and the businesses that call it home. The urgency of
this issue will only increase with each passing year.
Mr. Chairman, that concludes my formal remarks. I would be happy to take any questions the
committee may have.
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